RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

According to her, it was "that frightful little Leluc, you know/' who
must have dealt the fatal blow.

"They were alone in the Palazzo when this very improbable accident
took place/5 she said. "All the servants were either running messages
or down in the kitchens. Well, don't you think it likely? And then
afterwards I had all the bother of the inheritance. Ben left his affairs in
an impossible state; rack and ruin, my dear, sheer rack and ruin. But
in spite of all the business I've had to deal with, I'm bored, caro, so
bored. I travel about, I go here and there, and I never find one tiny
spark of happiness."

And as she talked she .turned towards Jean-Noel that patched-up
face, that flesh restretched by the lancet, that mask of tragedy, of the
sorrow of growing old, of feeing no longer desirable. And yet it seemed
as if the play were even now lasting too long, for already the forehead
and the nostrils were recovering their natural lines and, of the re-
modelled mask, there remained but the yellow, withered scar that joined
it to the ravaged neck and elongated ears.

She gazed at Jean-Noel out of her grey eyes beneath their crumpled
lids, so uselessly laden with green; nacreous eye-shadow, with in-
creasingly embarrassing intensity.

She stared at the band of light outlining the young man's face, noted
the way his hair curled above his ears and at his neck, watched
his hands moving below the narrow cuffs, gazed at the curve of his
knee. And when she met his eyes, far from looking away, she seemed
to seize on them, suck them in. And her scrawny old bosom
heaved.

"You're very handsome, darling," she cried suddenly. "I don't sup-
pose I'm being original; people must often have told you so. But why
shouldn't women have the same right to tell men they're beautiful as
men have to tell women?"

Jean-Noel was not quite sure what attitude to adopt.

"And you're so charming," he replied politely.

She thanked him with a smile which revealed her teeth; they were
loose and yellow from tobacco.

"Oh, darling, it's the Slav charm," she replied with an affectation of
irony which displaced the joints of her mask. "I always say: 'The Slav
charm is a tyranny which the tyrannized are unable to do without.' My
mother was Russian, you know. Yes, I think Pve told you. And my
father was Italian. But I spent the greater part of nay childhood in St
Petersburg."

Jean-Noel feared she would tell him her whole life-story, as well as
the double family history since the reigns of Vladimir the Great on the
one hand, and that of Cosmo de Medici on the other. He felt the needle
of anguish sharp in his stomach, and wondered how to approach the
object of his visit.
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